


The first weeks of the First World War in August and
september 1914 gave a deceptive impression that the

campaign was to be a war of movement. For both th
Germans and the French, the initial deployme and
timetables were based upon the notion of a v
decisive offensive. In Germany the troop train:
columns of marchmg men moved accord1
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The opening moves: German
infantry advancing across
open country to attack the
French positions in the

Stalemate: British soldiers
still dug in three years later at

skirmishers and cavalry screens, the headlong infantry
assaults, all these composed the kind of warfare which each
side had envisioned. In the first weeks it seemed possible to
believe that war could still be fought according to the precepts
of Frederick the Great, Napoleon or von Moltke. Yet by the
end of October 1914 the whole battle line in Belgium and
France had congealed. The futility of head-on infantry
assaults in the face of modern rifles, machine guns and
artillery was made apparent. Both sides were forced to dig
deep holes in the ground and concentrate upon breaking up
any attacks launched by their adversaries.
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The armies remained in these holes for the next four years,
milliohs of men trapped in a desolate strip of territory, living
and dying in a wilderness of trenches, dugouts, craters,
shattered villages and forests of lifeless tree-stumps, a desert in
the midst of civilisation, that became more featureless with
each passing day. This book is concerned with the way men
lived in this physical and spiritual desert. It will show how
even in the midst of previously inconceivable conditions, men
were able to formulate routines, rules and codes of conduct
that could create some kind of order, some kind of meaning in
the midst of Chaos itself. For all were agreed that they lived on
the very threshold of Hell.

A French infantry lieutenant, Alfred Joubaire, wrote in his
diary shortly before he was killed: ‘Humanity is mad! It must
be mad to do what it is doing. What a massacre! What scenes
of horror and carnage! I cannot find words to translate my
impressions. Hell cannot be so terrible. Men are mad!’ Yet
most men lived through the experience and remained more or
less sane. Perhaps by examining the nature of that experience,
at its most mundane, day-to-day level, it may be possible to
discover just how the troops in the trenches managed to
discern a necessary and logical reality that enabled them to
survive and fight on.

A foretaste of the trenches:
German infantry dig rifle
pits, 1914.
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The beginning of trench warfare proper is usually given as
September 1914, when the German VII Reserve Corps turned
around on the Chemin des Dames Ridge and blocked th
advance of the British I Corps. Within a few weeks the
stalemate that occurred there had spread down the whole
battle-line. This line spread from the North Sea to the Swiss
Frontier. Obviously, on such a long line, 475 miles in all, the
nature of the terrain varied considerably, and this in turn had
its effect upon the type of trenches and fortifications that were
built. The northern part of the front, in Belgium and. in
France as far south as the Somme, was held by the British.
Here was to be found some of the worst terrain of all and
conditions in the British trenches were often nightmarish.

The line began at Nieuport on the coast and then ran along
the flooded Yser to Dixmude. From there it ran around the
notorious Ypres Salient and across the French frontier
north-west of Armentiéres. This Flanders countryside was
very flat and rarely more than a metre or two above sea level.
The nearest English equivalent would be the fenlands of
Cambridgeshire and Lincolnshire. In such conditions the
most trivial little bump in the ground, never more than sixty
metres above sea level, became an important strategic point.
Unfortunately most of them were held by the Germans.
Having been the first to decide to stand fast and dig they had
always been able to choose the most advantageous spots. Two
of the most important were Hill 60, two miles south-west of
Ypres, and the Wytschaete-Messines Ridge, a little to the

south.

Not only did possession of the higher ground give the
Germans a tactical advantage, but it also forced the British to
live in the foulest conditions. As soon as they began to dig
down they would invariably find water two or three feet below



the surface. Along the whole line, from the coast to La Bassée,
trench life involved a never-ending struggle against water and
mud. Around Nieuport the terrain was little more than one
big flood, the tide only being controlled by a complex series of
locks, dams and canals. Trenches proper were quite out of the
question and the British front was a series of sandbag
breastworks and fortified islands. The Germans did their best
to make life even more intolerable by continually shelling the
locks and trying to flood out the defenders. In the rest of
Flanders the British were soon forced to give up the unequal
struggle against the mud and the constantly collapsing
trenches. From January 1915 they took to constructing what
were called parapet or command trenches. The Germans
referred to them as box trenches. In these one only dug down,
if at all, to a maximum of one or two feet and the rest of the
trench was built up with thick walls of sandbags. These latter
were rarely filled with sand; earth or, best of all, clay was
generally used. Such trenches were usually between seven and
eight feet deep and six to seven feet wide. The walls of
sandbags themselves were made as thick as possible to absorb
any bullets or shell fragments. Often they measured as much
as ten feet at the top and twenty feet at the base. In certain
parts of the line the ground was too swampy to permit even
the creation of secure command trenches. In the LLa Bassee
sector, which lay below sea level, a system of ferro-concrete
emplacements had to be built. The 42nd East Lancashire
Division on one Brigade front of about 2,000 yards used 5,036
bags of cement, 19,384 bags of shingle and 9,692 bags of sand
in creating a single reserve trench line. Even excluding the
necessary water, this involves over 900 tons of materials, most
of which had to be manhandled by those members of the
Division not actually in the fire trenches. s
There was one other sector of the line in which comman
trenches were standard practice. This was in the Ar
held by the French, where again it was found that the wate
level was much too near the surface. In all other a th

troops simply dug themselves a deep hole in the ground..But

whether trenches were dug or built, they were all — Fr
German or British — designed according to the same
pattern. In the fenland of Flanders, the slagheaps of industrial

Artois, the chalky downlands of Picardy, the marshy lowlands

of the Somme Valley, along the line of the Aisne, throug
Champagne, the Argonne, Lorraine and across the
mountainous Vosges, each side created for themselves fairly
uniform defence systems, and relearnt a vocabulary that owed
more to Vauban than to the theories of contemporary military
science

The front of the trench was known as the parapet, generally
abut ten feet high. Even in trenches which were dug down, the
top two or three feet of the parapet would consist of a thick
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SIDE-VIEW OF TRENCH

Revettement

@ Sandbags

line of sandbags. Obviously, in a trench of this depth it would
be impossible to see or fire over the top, so there was built at
the bottom a two or three-foot high ledge known as the
fire-step. This was used by those on sentry duty, or by the
whole unit when ‘standing to’ to face a possible enemy attack.
The back wall of the trench was known as the parados, and it
too was often built up with sandbags. Except in a particularly
favourable terrain, notably chalk, it was not possible to expect
the sides of a trench to stand up of their own accord. Rainfall,
natural pressures and shell-fire would inevitably cause
extensive subsidences. To minimise the chance of such
disasters it was usual to revet the parapet and parados. The
British and Germans generally used sandbags and timber,
whilst the French were more inclined to use hurdles, bunches

French troops standing to on

the fire-step of their trench.
Note the typically French
wattle revettements.
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An almost too perfect
example of a sand-bagged
trench showing the traverses
and firebays.

of twigs and branches cut from surrounding trees. Stone was
rarely used, partly because of the effort involved in
transporting it, but also because it was unwise to build a
revetment too solidly. The French had tried using stone in
trenches near Compiégne and it was found that, whilst the
parapet did not collapse, the weight of the trapped rainwater
simply pushed the sides of the trenches closer and closer
together.

Of course trenches were not simply long, straight lines. This
would have presented terrible dangers should the enemy ever
have broken into the trench line. Then they could have simply
set up a machine gun and fired right down the trench (i.e.
enfiladed fire). Thus the trench was broken up into small
sections, each screened from the other by a barrier of earth
and sandbags jutting out into the trench. The straight
sections, perhaps ten yards long, were known as firebays,
where the infantryman usually stood when on duty or alert,
whilst the ‘kinks’ in the line were known as traverses. Seen
from the air a trench line had the crenellated appearance of
the battlements on a castle. The Germans adopted an
identical system, though the French were inclined to do
without the laborious chain or bays and traverses, preferring
instead a simple zig-zag line. One British officer described his
misgivings on moving into a trench previously occupied by a
French unit:
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An aerial view of the
Hindenburg line as seen from
8,000 feet.

often consolidated as ‘cruciform’ posts, formed of two trenches
intersecting at right angles.

Trenches also had outlets from the back. For they were
usually built in triple lines: the fire trench, the support trench
and the reserve trench or dugouts. In the more compicated
German systems there might be as many as ten lines of
trenches. To allow soldiers to move to the front or rear in
comparatively safety communication trenches were built
between the various lines. They were usually the same depth
and width as ordinary fire trenches but did not have traverses
and firebays. But these too were never constructed in a
straight line, and went out in a zig-zag. On the British front by
1917 some of these communication trenches were as much as
three miles long.

Another indispensable feature of any piece of trench was the
dugout, a shelter or burrow to give some sort of protection
against the elements and enemy artillery. Oficers could almost
always expect to find a corner in some kind of dugout, but the
ordinary soldiers, in many cases, had to make do with even
cruder refuges. Sometimes they simply spread pieces of wood,
corrugated iron or tarpaulin across the trench from parapet to
parados. In other cases they would scoop out a hollow in the
front or back of the trench. Here, wrapped in their
groundsheets, they would snatch their brief periods of sleep,
curled up parallel to the trench or with their feet sticking out
into it. This system of personal ‘funk-holes’ was particularly
common among the French. In the German and English lines,
in theory at least, it was banned because of the increased
danger of the trench walls subsiding. Nevertheless, any unit
marching along a trench at night would provoke a
monotonous series of muffled oaths as they stumbled over the

legs of sleeping soldiers.



[t is generally agreed that the Germans were much better
off than the Allies with respect to their dugouts. In the front
line there was little difference. One German officer has
described the forward trenches in Champagne where the
available shelter was nothing more than recesses dug in the
chalk walls and covered with boards and a few shovelfuls of
soil. Their inherent dampness caused the infantrymen to refer
to them as ‘drip wells’ or ‘men’s baths’. But further back the
accommodation was, under the circumstances, almost lavish.
Such was the case in the Somme Valley in 1916. Here the
dugouts were thirty or forty feet deep, connected by tunnels
and steel railway systems. Electric light and ventilation was
provided in all rooms, and many of them had panelled walls
and planked floors. An English chaplain who visited some
captured German trenches during the Battle of the Somme
described the extreme lengths to which the Germans went to
make these dugouts habitable. The walls were boarded with
neatly morticed timbers, telephone wires were laid along the
walls, iron girders were boxed in, ceilings were painted white,
woodwork varnished, and in the officers’ quarters one even
found wooden beading, carpets on the floors and glass
windows. The Reverend was probably mistaken about the
windows. Another eye-witness pointed out that the German

dugouts captured near Le Sars contained ‘port holes’ of

mirrored glass to give the illusion of being able to look out.
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" Wire, of course, was a ubiquitous feature of no man’s land.
One of the most common fatigues for the men in the trenches
was the wiring party. Almost every night a little group would
have to crawl over their own parapets and repair an old
entanglement or add even more. At first the wire was
supported with stakes knogkfd' in with padded mallets, but
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later someone came up with the idea of giving the stakes a Barbed wire entanglements.
corkscrew tip so that they could be noiselessly inserted into
the ground. For obvious reasons the wire was always placed at
least a grenade’s throw from one’s own trench. The amount
used varied a great deal, depending largely on the zeal and
industriousness of the unit in the line. The Germans were
particularly keen in this respect. Their wire was hardly ever
less than fifty feet deep, and in many places it was a hundred
feet more In the Siegfried Line every trench had at least ten
belts of wire in front of it. The French, too, relied heavily on
this kind of obstruction. In the Fourth Army trenches near
Rheims in April 1916 it was an Army Order that each unit
had to add at least two yards to the thickness of the wire every
week.















death-trap. A survivor of the Third Battle of Ypres has in thesiough of the

.ribed such an inci : rescuing a comrade 1
desribed such an incident sholl Biote: Wounidsd

often drowned in th

A khaki-clad leg, three heads in a row, the rest of the bodies
submerged, giving one the idea that they had used their last
ounce of strength to keep their heads above the rising water.
In another miniature pond, a hand still gripping a rifle is all
that is visible, while its next-door neighbour is occupied by
a steel helmet and half a head, the staring eyes staring icily
at the green slime which floats on the surface almost at their
level.

It was not only the British in Flanders who suffered from the
effects of the weather. As one Frenchman wrote: ‘Mud, the
poilus had all sorts of names for it. But these names all boiled
down to the same thing. Mud, be it known as la melasse, la
gadoue, la gadouille, la mouscaille.” Each of these words, just as
simple sounds, gives a vivid impression of the cloying,
glutinous consistency of the mud. Another Frenchman noted
that

... the communication trenches are no more than cess-pools
filled with a mixture of water and urine. The trench is
nothing more than a strip of water. The sides cave in
behind you, as you pass, with a soft slither. We ourselves
are transformed into statues of clay, with mud even in one’s
very mouth.

Another wrote in his diary:

These days, a sea of mud. The badly wounded are drowned
as they try to drag themselves to the aid post...The hardest
trial is the mud...Dirty cartridges, rifles whose clogged up
mechanisms won’t work any more; the men pissed in them
to make them fire.




There was little that could be done to alleviate the effects
the rain and the mud. The waterproof groundsheets seryey o
some sort of protection, if used as a cape, and in late 1915 the
British issued thigh-length gum-boots, to be used as trey,
stores; 2,500 pairs were allocated to each division. At aboyg
the same time, the Germans issued many pairs of waterpy,. "
overalls for the use of the men in the front-line trenches, "
only other expedients were ;sung:s, deep holes dug in g




Another related problem was cold. A lieutenant of the 2nd
Scottish Rifles wrote:

No one who was not there can fully appreciate the
excruciating agonies and misery through which the men
had to go in those days...Paddling about by day, sometimes
with water above the knees; standing at night, hour after
hour on sentry duty, while the drenched boots, puttees and
breeches became stiff like cardboard with ice from the
freezing cold air.

Life became a constant struggle to don enough clothes, and to
stamp about and flail oneself with sufficient vigour to prevent
the blood seemingly freezing in one’s veins. The winter of
1916-17 was particularly savage. It lasted, implacably, from
October to April, the severest since 1894-5. During January y
and February the conditions were positively Arctic. A
sergeant of the 15th Australian battalion wrote: :

No water was brought [into the trenches], but the ice in
shell-holes was melted to obtain water...I filled
water-bottle at Mametz at midday with boiling |

when I reached Bull’s Trench at 5 pm it was froz
that an ordinary knife made hardly any ir
and we broke it instead.

Nor was the following winter much bet;cr-

months of the ycar ‘were
periods of e d and -



















War was return of earth to ugly earth,

War was foundering of sublimities,
Extinction of each happy art and faith

By which the world had still kept head in air,
Protesting logic or protesting love,

Untul the unendurable moment struck —

The inward scream, the duty to run mad.

Robert Graves

In many acts and quiet observances

You absorbed me:

Until one day I stood eminent

And I saw you gathered round me,
Uplooking,

And about you a radiance that seemed to beat
With variant glow and to give

Grace to our unity.

But, God! I know that I’ll stand
Someday in the loneliest wilderness,
Someday my heart will cry

For the soul that has been, but that now
Is scatter’d with the winds,

Deceased and devoid.

I know that I'll wander with a cry;
‘0 beautiful men, O men I loved,
O whither are you gone, my company?’

Herbert Read






The world wasn’t made in a day,
And Eve didn’t ride in a bus,
But most of the world’s in a sandbag,
And the rest of it’s plastered on us.
Soldiers’ doggerel

And clink of shovels deepening the shallow trench.
The place was rotten with dead; green clumsy legs
High-booted, sprawled and grovelled along the saps
And trunks, face downward, in the sucking mud,
Wallowed like trodden sandbags loosely filled;
And naked sodden buttocks, mats of hair,

Bulged, clotted heads slept in the plastering slime.

Siegfried Sassoon
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